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This spread: A 
selection of 
scenes from 
Poltergeist, the 
tale of what 
happens to the 
Frelling family 


when they 


discover their 


house is haunted. 


Review by John Brosnan 


Poltergeistis a really scary movie; secondly, there are 

no poltergeists in it. Poltergeist does have ghosts and 
malign demons, it has animated trees that reach in 
through windows and carry off small, screaming boys, it 
has tornados and haunted TV sets, it has a closet that sucks 
up everything in a room like a giant vacumm cleaner, 
including a little girl, it has an unfinished swimming pool 
full of rotting corpses, it has an evil toy clown that grabs a 
small boy and drags him under the bed (same small boy 
who is earlier attacked by the tree; kid has a tough time of 
it), it has slimy, pulsating “things”, ithas a monsterwho is 
possibly the devil himself and it has an army of coffins that 
explode up out of the ground and deposit their smelly 
contents all over the place... but it doesn't have any 
poltergeists. | just thought you should know. 

Poltergeist could be called The Amityville Horror Meets 
Close Encounters of the Third Kind because it's basically a 
standard haunted house story that's been given the full- 
blown Spielberg/Lucas special effects treatment. It goes 
right over the top with a barrage of optical and physical 
effects, not to mention sound effects, and then keeps 
going. Most of these effects are stunning, mind-boggling, 
etc, as you would expect from Lucas’ Industrial Light and 
Magic operation but often the movie's most successfully 
scary moments are achieved by the simplest of 
techniques, such as the scene where the mother (Jobeth 
Willams) hears a sound from inside the closet, hesitantly 
opens the door and . . . well, | won't go on. 

You're no doubt already aware that there is some 
controversy over whose movie this is; director Tobe 
Hooper's or producer Steven Spielberg's. How much 
actual control Hooper had over the film | don't know but 
Poltergeist did seem to me to have Spielberg's stamp all 
over it. But then he did write the orginal story and co-wrote, 
the screenplay so it shouldn't be surprising that it appears 
to be more of a Spielberg picture than a Hooper but | may 
be doing Hooper a big disservice here. 

The way in which the Freeling family are presented in the 
early part of the movie, with the attention paid to domestic 
detail which is both affectionate and gently satirical, and 
particularly the emphasis on the smaller children, is 
certainly reminiscent of the family scenes in Jaws and 
Close Encounters. 

And the story itself definitely has the Spielberg touch—it 
doesn't make much sense. As in Close Encounters there 
seem to be two or three different plots haphazardly joined 
together in Poltergeist, Spielberg's story-writing 
technique apparently being to throw in everything 
including the kitchen sink (in this case, it's full ofmaggots; 
you see, this guy starts to eat this steak and. . . well, | won't 
go on) and hope that it will all join up into a coherent 
narrative. But it didn’t in Close Encounters and it doesn't in 
Poltergeist. | still haven't figured out what was going on— 
was it because the Freeling house had been built over a 
cemetery (but then why was only their house affected?): 
and why did the evil force have to come through the tv set 
in order to invade the house? And why didn’t Spielberg 
credit Richard Matheson for the basic plot idea of having a 
little girl fall into another dimension in her own bedroom 
and becoming nothing but a disembodied voice? (This 
was, of course, a Matheson-scripted episode of The 
Twilight Zone called “Little Girl Lost’’.) 

But none of the quibbles matter when you're actually 
watching the movie as you're likely to be overwhelmed by 
it all as | was. Tobe Hooper says in the PR hand-out: 
“Poltergeist is a sensational roller coaster ride that is 
absolutely terrifying and exciting at the same time.” And 
for once it’s justified hyperbole . . . Yet one must say that 
for all the shocks and scary moments it’s a cosy horror 
movie. It's not going to disturb you on any deep level, as 
The Exorcist did, nor unsettle you in the way that The 
Haunting, probably the best movie made in this genre, did. 
Nor will it disgust you with blood and gore effects (there is 
only one gory sequence and it's brief), all of which 
demonstrates just how canny Spielberg has been with 
Poltergeist. In a real sense he has made a family horror 
movie designed to offend as few people as possible and to 
appeal to the majority. 

No wonder Spielberg is where he is today... O 


|» get two things straight right away; first, 


